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BURR OSBORN 



LETTERS BY BURR OSBORN, SURVIVOR OF 

THE HOWISON EXPEDITION 

TO OREGON, 1846 

REMINISCENCES OF EXPERIENCES GROWING OUT OF WRECKING 

OF THE UNITED STATES SCHOONER SHARK AT MOUTH 

OF COLUMBIA ON EASTWARD VOYAGE 

OF EXPEDITION 

Edited h^ George H. Hime$ 

Since the report of Lieutenant Neil M. Howison, of the 
United States Sloop of War Shark, was published in The 
Quarterly for March, 1913, a survivor of that ill-fated vessel 
has been found in the person of Mr. Burr Osburn. The fol- 
lowing letters from him, throwing additional light upon that 
disaster, together with the naval record of Lieutenant Howison, 
form a valuable supplement to what has already been published : 

Union City, Michigan, Feb. 17, 1913. 
Postmaster, Astoria, Ore. 

Dear Sir: Would you please hand this letter to some old 
pioneer that you think might answer it. I would like to know 
how many inhabitants Astoria has, and I would like a map of 
the river coast from Astoria down to Clatsop Beach. 

In 1846 I belonged to the U. S. S. Shark, and we kedged, 
sounded and buoyed the channel from Cape Disappointment to 
Vancouver, and on our return, coming out of the mouth of the 
river, we were driven with adverse winds upon the breakers, 
and the quicksands soon put us out of commission. Subse- 
quently, with a great deal of suffering, we landed upon Clatsop 
Beach without the loss of a single man. Neil M. Howison was 
commander. After landing at Clatsop Beach we made for 
Astoria, which had three log houses and one small frame house. 
There were seventy-six of us sailors besides the officers. Two 
of the log houses were not occupied ; the third one was occupied 
by the Hudson Fur Company^ officers. Us sailors occupied 

I Hudson's Bay Company. 



356 George H. Himes 

the two empty houses. The frame house was occupied by a 
Baptist Missionary. ^ We sailors were soon detailed down the 
river about one mile to a place called George's Point, where 
we cut and hauled the logs by hand about a half mile and 
built a double log house. 

I would like to know if any of the remains of that house are 
extant today. We built a small frame house near the log 
house. Us sailors named the place "Sharksville." Wonder if 
any one in Astoria of today ever heard it called "Sharksville ?" 

Thanking you for any favors you may show in the above 
matter, I beg to remain, Yours very truly, 

BURR OSBORN, 

The postmaster of Astoria sent the foregoihg letter to 
Judge J. Q. A. Bowlby, a pioneer of 1852, long a resident of 
Astoria, who responded to Mr. Osborn's request by sending a 
number of publications relating to Astoria and vicinity, to 
which the following reply was received : 

Union City, Michigan, March 24th, 1913. 
J. Q. A. Bowlby, Esq., Astoria, Oregon, 

Dear Sir : On thoroughly examining the chart you recently 
sent me, I am convinced that we struck the breakers south of 
the channel, the wind at the time being westerly and on the 
flood tide. We landed on Clatsop beach several miles down 
the river from Astoria, between nine and ten o'clock in the 
evening, the tenth of September, 1846, and our first landing of 
half of the crew was about daylight. The first fire that was 
built was made out of the wreck of the sloop of war Peacock, 
U. S. N. The boats returned for the balance of the crew and 
landed about four o'clock A. M. Our boats consisted of the 
Captain's gig, a whale boat, first cutter and launch. The gig 
was the first boat loaded with the ship papers and the sick 
with the surgeon. The roll of the vessel brought the flukes of 
the anchor in contact with the boat and stove her all to pieces, 
but through the precaution of the captain in ordering all the ends 
of the running rigging to be thrown overboard!, the boat's crew 



2 Rev, Ezra Fisher, who came to Oregon in 1845. 
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and the sick managed to get hold of a rope and were all saved. 
During this time, every breaker broke clear over, the vessel and 
continued doing so until ebb tide, when we towered our othet 
boats without damage. 

You inquired where the original Fort Astoria stood. I never 
heard of but one fort while there, and that was Fort Geoi^e. 
Fort George was situated on a point down the river called 
one mile from the Hudson Bay Company's store house. The 
location of the store was called ^Astoria. This store was a log 
house, and with the two log huts was situated at the junction 
of the bluff and the incline land! running down the river (as I 
remember, not to exceed five rods from the bluff and the in- 
cline). The location of the store and huts remains quite vivid 
on my mind for the reason that, within a week of our landing 
at Astoria, three-fourths of the crew were taken down with a 
fever and the rest of the crew were not much better. In con- 
nection with the store that I speak of, the stock consisted of 
goods thought necessary for the use of the trappers and the In- 
dians, and in the stock was quantities of salts and quinine, so 
the doctor dosed us with the same for about three weeks, when 
we began to recuperate. These fevers were probably brought 
on by the exposure and excitement and sleeping on the ground, 
also being scantily clad. We sub^quently secured clothing 
from Vancouver. At that time blankets cost $10 each and other 
clothing in proportion. The store had what sailors call a 
medicine chest, and as soon as we got this chest emptied— 
about the middle of October — we were detailed down the river 
to Fort George and set to hauling logs from the neightering 
forests to build a log house. When the house was ceimpleted, 
we moved in and sent a boat to Vancouver for provisions, that 
being the nearest place to purchase goods of ^ly kind. The 
completion of the house brought us well into November, but 
we had not occupied it long when Captain HowisoM chartered 
the *Catborough, a schooner of about seventy-five tons burdai, 
belonging to the Hudson's Bay Company, commanded by Cap^ 



3 Later known as Upper Astoria. At this place Gen. John Adair, the first 
customs collector of the Port of Astoria, had his residence in 1849TS0. 
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tain Scarborough. About the latter part of November, we 
boarded this vessel and sailed for San Francisco. We ran 
down to Baker's Bay and lay there about six weeks windbound, 
but eventually arrived in San Francisco, the sixth day of Jan- 
uary, 1847. 

I have two reasons for giving you so detailed an account of 
my peregrinations around the mouth of the Columbia River : 
One is, I have nothing much else to do, only sit by the fire 
and nurse the "rheumatics" and to muse on past events of my 
life ; and the other is to show you that our time was limited in 
procuring many land-marks of that country, for our liberty was 
curtailed to a great extent on account of running a-foul of 
the Indians. 

I never saw or heard of McTavish tombstone nor the Con- 
comly grave. There was a head-board near the large tree, but 
do not recollect the name. I also forget the officer's name 
that attended to the store. He was one of the Hudson Bay Com- 
pany's officials. Never heard of any Fort Astoria ; there was, 
as I have described it, a double log house with the two log 
huts near by. These three houses, with the missionary's house 
situated some twenty-five or thirty rods back near the forest, 
were the only sign of any house that was in this vicinity until 
we built the log house at Fort George's point, unless it was an 
Indian tepee east of the store about forty rods. 

I am sending you a sketch of Astoria under separate cover, 
as it looked to me when I was there, and the surroundings. I 
did not know John Shively or Jim Welch. Your postoffice 
picture has no resemblance to the Baptist missionary house. 
His house was about 18x24, one and one-half stories high, 
without any sort of a veranda or addition. 

Point George or Shark's Point was what they called Fort 
George. The main camp of Indians was back through the for- 
est near the hills, but I never visited their village. The land- 
ing place, as I stated before, was at the junction of the bluff 
and the beginning of the incline, as you will note on the sketch. 
I do not know of any other survivor of the Shark. I never 
heard of General Warren. There was a sloop-^of-war Warren 
in San Francisco. 
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The big pine tree was located about as indicated on the 
sketch. 

Again thanking you for your recent favors, I beg to remain, 

Respectfully, 

BURR OSBORN. 

Union City, Michigan, March 5th, 1913. 

J. Q. A. Bowlby, Esq., Astoria, Oregon, 

Dear Sir : Your kind favors of the 25th inst. at hand, and 
find them very interesting, although it will perhaps be difficult 
for me to repay you for your kindness. The two letters, chart, 
postcards and pamphlets, etc., all arrived in good condition. 

If you can locate the place where the wreck of the sloop-of- 
war Peacock drifted ashore on Clatsop Beach, on the south 
side of the river, you will find where the schooner Shark's 
crew landed after being wrecked on the breakers, on the south 
side of the channel. Nearby this landing there was an old 
shanty, about 12x25 feet, without any floor, where the Shark's 
crew stopped for two nights. Half of the ship's crew were in 
their hammocks when she went on the breakers, on the flood 
tide, which proved that they were thinly clad. All I had on 
was an undershirt and a pair of drawers. The weather was 
rainy, so we were soaked with water from nine o'clock on the 
tenth night of September until the morning of the twelfth, when 
two Indians put in an appearance and informed the Cap- 
tain that there was a white man's*^ ranch located inland 
twenty miles, and that they had cattle. So the captain dis- 
patched the Indians to the ranch with orders to bring in a 
couple of oxen, for we were in a starving condition. In the 
evening of September 12th, the oxen arrived, and they were 
soon slaughtered and laid on some driftwood, and everybody 
helped himself, and soon about eighty half-starved men, each 
with a chunk of beef, were roasting it over about as many 
fires (for there was plenty of wood) ; some of the men merely 
warmed their meat, for it had been about fifty-two hours since 
we had broken our fast. 



5 Probably Solomon Howard Smith, he being the first white settler in Clatsop 
County m 1840. 
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The next morning, the 13th, we started for Astoria, then 
about twenty miles from the mouth of the river. 

This shanty that we stopped in on Clatsop Beach, we learned 
subsequently had been built by some of Lewis and Clark's men, 
some forty years previous.^ 

On arriving at Astoria, we found the village situated on a 
bluff, as near as I can remember about twenty or thirty feet 
high, and consisted of three log houses and one frame house. 
The log houses belonged to the Hudson's Bay Company, 
with their headquarters located at Vancouver, ninety-six miles 
above the mouth of the river, where they had a large store 
house and a few dwelling places. There were not many whites 
there, only what were in the employ of the company. One of 
the log houses in Astoria was a double one, used by the com- 
pany as a branch store house and was kept by one man (I 
forget his name) ; he received the furs from the trappers and 
paid for them in dicker, such as guns, traps, ammunition, beads 
for the Indians, whisky, etc. The other two smaller log houses 
were for the use of the trappers, when they came in with their 
furs. 

These three log houses were situated within a few rods of the 
bluff and within a few rods of the landing, the landing being 
close to the beginning of the bluff, west of the log houses, which 
were built in a cluster, there soon commenced an incline toward 
what they called Ft. George, where us boys built the log house 
and named it Sharksville, after our lost ship. As I remember, 
after going down this incline from the houses, there was no 
bluff to speak of, to Ft. George, it being a gravelly beach some 
of the way. They called it one mile from the stores to Fort 
George. 

The store house was situated east of the other two huts, 
about three rods, as I remember. The man that kept the store 
and the missionary were the only white men that I saw there, 
besides our own crew — do not remember the names of either 
of these men. As I remember, the missionary lived about 



6 Near sSte where Lewis and Clark's men distilled salt from sea water 
January, 1805, 
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thirty rods back of the store near the forest. There was a strip 
of cleared! land, or had been cleared, but grown up to Maek- 
berry bushes and brush more or less, about thirty rods wide, 
beginning about forty rods east of the store and running dawn 
to Ft. George. 

There was no sign of there ever being any fort anywhere on 
this strip of land, not even a stockade.''' 

The Shark was 'fore an' aft schooner of about three hundred 
tons burden. She carried ten carronades and two "Long Toms'* 
— all thirty-two pounders. When she struck the breakers, we 
threw overboard some of the guns and shot and cut away the 
masts, to lighten her. 

It was told to us that we were sent up there to offset a 
British man-o'-war. The two* governments were trying to set- 
tle the boundary line between Washington and the British 
possessions. At that time it was the cry, "54-40 or fight." But 
they fought it out in Washington, D. C. 

No, I never heard of Concomly's grave, back of the mis- 
sionary house. There was a monstrous fir pine that had been 
blown up by the roots, and it looked as if it had been down for 
many years. Some of the boys measured it and reported that 
it was twelve feet in diameter at the butt and three hundred 
and thirty feet in length to where it had been sawed off to 
make a roadway. It was eighteen inches in diameter where 
it had been sawed off ; so the boys concluded that it must have 
been about four hundred! feet high. 

About all the names of places we heard about was Cape 
Disappointment, Baker's Bay, Clatsop Beach,^ Astoria, Fort 
George and the Columbia River. We might have heard of 
some Indian names, but have forgotten them. The Indians 
claimed about three hundred "bucks," but us boys were never 
allowed to mingle with them. Their main settlement was back 
from the coast; as you know they were the Flathead tribe. 
Their way of making a flat head was to place the papoose in 
a box and lash a board over the forehead in a slanting position 
and keep the papoose there for twelve months. The forehead 
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would become flat and the head run up to a peak. The box 
was fastened to a pole about six feet long, and when they wanted 
to sit the kid down, they would stand it up against a tree. I 
am wondering if there is any of this tribe left, and if they still 
continue this method. 

When a lad of seventeen years, I went to sea and sailed 
around the world twice, and visited the five grand divisions 
of the world and hundreds of islands. I was in the merchant 
service, the whaling service, and in the navy, and now in 
Michigan. I was born, near Bridgeport, Conn., the 25th of 
April, 1826. 

Again thanking you for your kind favors and interest you 
have shown in answering my inquiry, I beg to remain, 

Sincerely, 

BURR OSBORN. 

Upon calling on Judge Bowlby in Astoria September 24th 
last, he gave me the foregoing correspondence. I then wrote 
to Mr. Osborn for his portrait, asking a number of questions 
as to the names of his fellow seamen, to which the following is 
a response : 

Union City, Mich., October 6, 1913. 
George H. Himes, Portland Oregon. 

Dear Sir : Yours of the 26th inst. at hand, and wish to thank 
you for enrolling my name as a member of the Pioneer So- 
ciety, and! for your interest in writing. 

I remember of several of the Shark's crew cutting their 
names on some stones above high water mark, but do not re- 
member any of their names — in fact I do not remember many 
of the names of the Shark's crew; my memory is very poor 
when it comes to remembering names, and then I was only 
with the Shark's crew about four months. Captain Neil M. 
Howison was Lieutenant Commander, First Lieutenant Schank 
(he was a brother to Ambassador Shank,® to Great Britain, a 
number of years ago), Second Lieutenant Bullock, Dr. Hud- 
son, surgeon. I remember one James McEver, on account of 



8 Doubtless Robert C. Schenck, who was a minister to Brazil in 1851-53, and 
a general officer in the Union army in 1861-63. 
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his heading a gang with a crow-bar to break open the "Spirit 
Room" for whisky, when Captain Howison leveled a six- 
shooter at his head and told him if he made a single stab he 
would blow his head off. McEver and his followers claimed they 
wanted to die happy. Joe Cotton, I remember as being cox- 
swain on the boat that I belonged to, and when the schooner 
struck the breakers, we were sounding for the channel in a 
whale boat. I met Cotton some thirty years ago, at a reunion 
at Grand Rapids ; he then lived in Saranac, Michigan, but he 
is dead now. George Getchel, who was my particular chum, 
hailed from Belfast, Maine. 

The schooner Shark was a U. S. surveying vessel. Like the 
Peacock, we started out of Baker's Bay with a good favorable 
breeze, when all of a sudden the wind died out and we drifted 
on to the breakers. We had sounded and buoyed the channel 
from Cape Disappointment to Fort Vancouver, kedging the 
vessel all the way. The Shark drew thirteen feet of water, so 
that we could not get over the bar at the mouth of the Wil- 
lamette River until we placed her guns on a lighter. The 
Shark's crew landed on Clatsop Beach. The first fire we built 
after landing was out of some of the wreck of the U. S. Sloop- 
of-War Peacock, that had drifted on the beach. 

There were seventy-six men in our crew besides the offi- 
cers. I have told Mr. Bowlby all I could think of about As- 
toria, and the river to Vancouver. Vancouver was a Hudson's 
Bay trading post for furs taken in from the Indians — so was 
Astoria. 

I first met the Shark in Honolulu. I had made the passage 
from New Zealand to the Sandwich Islands in a whale ship, 
got stranded in Honolulu and shipped on the Shark, us "Jack- 
ies" being informed that we were being sent up to the Oregon 
territory to settle a dispute about the boundary line between 
B. C. and Oregon. Great Britain wanted the Columbia River 
for the boundary, but Uncle Sam said "54-40 or fight," but 
we did not see any fight with the British for the matter was 
settled in Washington, D. C, and us "Jackies" were set to 
work finding the channel of the river to Vancouver to keep 
us out of mischief, I suppose. 
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I enjoyed the cards and your interesting letter very much, 
and thanking you for the same, I remain, 

Respectfully, 

BURR OSBORN. 

In a subsequent letter to me, dated Oct. 13th, Mr. Osbom 
says : "I remember two more names of the Shark's crew — 
John Powers and Past Midshipman Gillespie. I did not give 
you the name under which I enlisted on the Shark. It was 
John Burr Osborn. The reason for the additional name was 
that the clerk thought that 'Burr' was a nick-name, and hence 
added 7ohn.' '' 

After securing the foregoing from Mr. Osborn, am attempt 
was made to obtain a portrait of Lieutenant Howison and an 
account of his life. To that end a letter was addressed to the 
Superintendent of the Naval Academy at Annapolis; but as 
that institution was not established until 1845 the record there 
was very meagre. Then a letter was sent to Hon. Harry Lane, 
United States Senator from Oregon, Washington, D. C., and 
he took the question up with the Bureau of Navigation of the 
Naval Department and the following was supplied : 

RECORD OF SERVICE OF THE LATE LIEUTENANT 
NEIL M. HOWISON. U. S. NAVY 

Born in Virginia. 

Appointed a midshipman. 

Ordered to Norfolk to Peacock. 

Accepted appointed. 

To Court Martial, PhiladeljAia. 

Leave unlimited. 

To the receiving ship. New York. 

Permission to attend Naval School. 

Attend examination. 

Be ready for orders to the expedition. 

Be ready for orders to the Brandywine. 

To the Brandywine as Sailing Master. 

Leave unlimited. 

To the Brandywine. 



1823- 


-Feb. 


1. 




Dec. 


6. 




Dec. 


20. 


1827- 


-Oct. 


24. 




Oct. 


27. 


1828— Sq)t. 


, 5. 




Oct. 


13. 




Oct. 


24. 




Dec. 


4. 


1829- 


-Dec. 


23. 




Dec. 


26. 


1830— July 


12. 




Aug. 


20. 
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1831— July 19. 

1832— July 18. 

1834— Feb. 5. 
1835— Feb. 19. 

Mar. 9. 
1836— Mar. 10. 
1838— July 11. 
1839— Feb. 26. 
1840— Sept. 24. 
1841— Aug. 13. 

Dec. 3. 
1842~^pr. 13. 
1843— May 1. 

1847— July 22. 

Aug. 10. 

Nov. 13. 

Nov. 23. 
1848— Feb. 23. 



Warr^ited to ratik from the 23d of March, 

1829. 
Commissioned as Lieutenant to take rank 

from the 13th of July, 1832. 
Leave three months. 
To the Peacock. 
Previous order revoked. 
To the Grampus. 
Leave 3 months. 
To Navy Yard at Pensacola. 
To the Consort. 
Leave 3 months. 
Leave 3 months. 
To Ordnance Duly. 
To Norfolk to apply for a passage to Pacific 

for duty on that Station. 
Returned from Pacific, 1847. 
Leave 3 months. 
To Naval School. 
Previous order revoked. 
Died at Fredericksburgh, Va. 



